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CHAPTER XVI. 

 
OPERATIONS OF THE ARMY OF SILESIA UNTIL THE MARCH OF THE  

EMPEROR ON ARCIS-SUR-AUBE (from 5 to 17 March). 

CRAONNE. - LAON. - REIMS. 

 

Movement of Ney on Châlons.  --Occupation of this city.  --As the division of Janssens came from Rethel to 

Reims, Ney, preceded by the 400 cavalrymen of the General Defrance had moved from Reims to Châlons.  General 

Davidoff evacuated this city at his approach and withdrew to Vitry.1  The Marshal found a magazine containing 

80,000 rations of biscuit, 14,600 rations of bread, 8,000 bottles of wine, 400 quintals of flour, 3,000 pounds (livres) 

of meat, 800 bales of hay, 26,000 of straw and 160 bushels of oats, plus a bread magazine at the college, another at 

Saint-Loup, three flour granaries and a magazine of oats at Cloître.2  This was an unexpected discovery, a precious 

boon, a result all the more pleasing, as the small corps of Ney, even including the Janssens Division, did not reach a 

total strength of 6,000 men. 

 

The Marshal also transferred his headquarters to Châlons.  As he expected to stay on that point until the Emperor 

shook up the bulk of his small army, he ordered: to the 1st Brigade (General Rousseau) of General Janssens to leave 

the 16th in the morning the position of La Folie-Saint-Croix which dominates the Marne valley behind Compertrix to 

settle in Compertrix and Coolus, only leaving in Châlons a regiment to the 2nd Brigade (General Jacquemard) to 

settle that day at Fagnières, Saint-Gibrien and Villers-aux-Corneilles. 

 

The cavalry of General Defrance, established in Mairy-sur-Marne, Nuisement-sur-Coole and Togny-aux-Bœufs, 

was, at once, to scout with its patrols and reconnaissance the left bank of the Marne up to around Vitry, in the 

                                                           
1Major Mareschal to Prince Schwarzenberg, Vitry, 17 March.  (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 316.) 

 
2Ney to the Chief of Staff, Châlons, 15 March, 8 o'clock at night. (Archives of the War.) 
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directions of Bar-sur-Aube, of Arcis-sur-Aube and Montmirail, and send out flying parties of 40 to 50 men, coming 

home every night to Châlons, after pushing on the right bank of the Marne, up to the level of La Chaussée and down 

the road of Verdun.  At last, it had to have a post at Jâlons to facilitate correspondence with Épernay, once the road 

from Châlons to Épernay would be freed. 

 

Combat at Épernay.  --Deciding to sweep out the Allied partisans that held the Marne Valley, Napoleon had 

ordered General Vincent, posted at Chateau-Thierry, to barricade the bridge, leaving a few hundred men in the castle 

of this town and move with the Guards of Honor and isolate there, against Épernay those that Colbert was to attack 

for his part in debouching from the forest of Rheims. 

 

On the morning of the 15th, a French column, 300 infantrymen strong and with three squadrons, appeared on the 

edge of the forest,  driving before them the vedettes of Tettenborn and headed to the bridge.  Charged by two 

regiments of Cossacks, the French cavalry gave way and fled, leaving the infantry, surrounded and cut off from its 

line of retreat, having to lay down their arms.  At this time, for reasons that remain unexplained, the stone bridge, 

which had been undermined as a precaution, suddenly blew up.  Tettenborn barely had time to establish a temporary 

footbridge which allowed the Cossacks to regain the left bank with their prisoners when the bulk of Colbert's 

column arrived on the right bank of the Marne.  The Russian general, protected by two cannons, whose fire 

enfiladed the bridge were maintained until towards evening in Épernay and fell back with Major von Falkenhausen 

on Vélye (on the Somme-Soude),after  having sent on his right one party responsible for scouting in the direction of 

Châlons.  The French infantry only entered in Épernay on the evening of the 15th, the cavalry could not cross the 

bridge until the following day.3 

 

The column of General Vincent did not exceed Dormans. 

The Emperor recalls the garrisons of the Moselle towns to him.  --The march which the Janssens Division had 

just run; by coming from Rethel to Reims, had suggested to the Emperor the idea of profiting from his stay in 

Reims, from the presence of Ney in Châlons to draw to him some of the garrisons of the Moselle towns, to send to 

General Durutte the order to sortie out of Metz with 12,000 men.4  He had managed to correspond with the Verdun 

commander, General Cassagne, and to provide, by General Duvignau, commanding the insurgency in Argonne, the 

order of partly pushing on the rear of the Allies.  These generals had also been warned of the intentions of the 

Emperor. 

 

The peasants of Argonne had run to arms, drove the Allied parties who commandeered beside Islettes and Clermont, 

and prepared under the leadership of General Duvignau, to dislodge the detachment based in Saint- Menehould. 

 

Affair of Lützow at Chestres.  --Lützow was, moreover, noting the same day, the disquieting proportions that the 

mass uprising had taken for the Allies throughout this part of France. 

 

Sent first 6 March towards Montcornet, Lützow had received on the 8th, the order to retrace his steps and go through 

Reims to return to Saint-Priest the instructions of Blücher.  Crossing the Aisne at Château-Porcien the 9th and 

informed at the time of the occupation of Reims by the French, he was headed, by Isles-sur-Suippes and Petit- 

Mourmelon-le-Petit, on Châlons, then, at the moment the Emperor retook Reims from Saint-Priest, he was set on 

13th, to Ludes.  The 14th, in the morning, he was able, by occupying the heights, to see the French columns marching 

                                                           
3Responding to criticisms that the Emperor had sent him about the affair of Épernay, General Colbert wrote to the 

Chief of Staff, "I am sorry that success did not always follow what I was to do.  Say to Your Highness that I will 

give it all my attention as my only excuse.  The infantry of the Young Guard is bad, very bad, at least those that I 

have.  They can neither hold nor charge their weapons.  This morning, a platoon guarding the bridge had been 

captured without firing a shot.  The officers exonerated them by saying that they had no shot.  The fact is that I 

prefer not to have infantry than having this sort.  I could not have dealt well with the enemy as at the approach of the 

slightest danger, they had decided to blow up the bridge.  I found in Épernay, some of the prisoners captured this 

morning."  (Archives of the War.) 

 
4Similar orders were sent to the General Merle in Maastricht, General Morand at Mainz, the General Broussier in 

Strasbourg. 
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on the roads of Épernay and Châlons, given warning to Châlons and had concentrated on Saint-Étienne-au-Temple, 

from where, after returning to Vouziers by the right bank of the Aisne, he intended to outflank the French army and 

to effect at the same time his reunion with the rest of his corps that he clearly believed was with the army of the 

Crown Prince of Sweden. 

 

On the 15th in the evening, Lützow arrived at Vouziers, crossing unhindered; but the bridge of the Aisne was 

guarded.  Without the speed of movement performed by his advanced guard that did not allow farmers time to 

recognize him, it is likely that partisans would have had a lively fight to deliver to force the passage. 

 

However, they arrived safely at Chestres where Lützow had to give a few hours of rest to his people and to feed his 

horses.  A château, which seemed uninhabited, whose doors and shutters were closed, stood in the center of this 

village.  After placing his outposts and his vedettes, Lützow established one of his squadrons in the walled courtyard 

of the château, the other squadron in the square of the same village. 

 

They then summoned the mayor, both to requisition foodstuffs and fodder, as well as to obtain information on the 

suitability of roads. 

 

The organization of the insurrection had made such progress that the march of partisans of Lützow was reported in 

the morning, so that there had been time to prepare and the sub-prefect of Vouziers, as we learned later, had sent 19 

couriers by horse calling for armed peasants and national guards in surrounding municipalities.  The owner of the 

château, General Le Clerc-Milford-Tastanegy, was barricaded and locked in with a number of armed peasants and 

waiting for a prearranged signal, to begin the attack on the outposts, to throw his on the men of Lützow.5 While this 

officer conferred with the mayor, the grand guard, attacked by the national guards, retreated quickly, and gunshots 

were emanating suddenly from every window and the roof of the château. 

 

Lützow left immediately, not without having lost a few men, the village within which he could not defend against 

the infantry and moved on Vandy,6 taking with him the mayor of Chestres that he kept as a guide and as a hostage. 

                                                           
5Report of Lützow, from Beaumont, 5 April 1814. 

 
6There should be corrections, about the case of Chestres, to the assertions Lützow, (that) there were no infantry in 

the village.  (That) the resistance was not organized and it was like, a fortuitous circumstance that brought on the 

combat at Chestres. 

 

The château of Chestres was inhabited since 10 June 1813, by Jean-Antoine Le Clerc de Milford (called François), 

Tastanegy, or great war chief of the Creek Nation, retired Brigadier General. 

 

Born on 2 February 1752 in Thin-le-Moutier, Canton Signy-l'Abbaye, Mézières District, Le Clerc-Milford would 

have served from 1764-1775 in the infantry regiment of the Guards of Lorraine (now Lorraine in 1766).  Crossing to 

America in 1776, he lived for several years in the country then occupied by a confederation of Indian tribes (today 

Alabama), the Muskogee, where he quickly gained a great reputation.  Appointed shortly after Tastanegy or great 

warlord of Creek nation, he played an important role in the war between the Indians and the American colonists and 

became commissioner of the Spanish government to the almost savage tribes of Louisiana.  Returning to France in 

1795 with powers of the Creek Nation to negotiate the retrocession of Louisiana, he exposed his views and received 

in recompense "for his value, experience, diligence, good conduct, zeal, fidelity and commitment to the cause of the 

people", 19 April 1796 by the Directorate, a brevet brigadier general appointment. 

 

Admitted to the reform process 12 May 1803, he obtained a retirement pay of 2,000 francs 7 July 1811.  In 

December 1813 and January 1814, he asked to return to service, but his request was not granted, he was still at 

Chestres when, as he says himself in a report sent annually to the general commanding the 2nd Military Division at 

Mézières (see Ministry of War, Administrative Archives.): "The 15th of March 1814 around 9 o'clock at night, there 

entered the village Chestres a number of Cossacks that I estimated at 250 and who spoke of French troops in the fear 

that people wouldn't raise them up, were received in that capacity.  On their arrival, they made to the mayors and 

deputies from whom they demanded food and a fairly large courtyard in order to bivouac there together.  Mine was 

indicated." 
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The path to which Lützow committed, was sandwiched between hills falling steeply to the right and huge hedge that 

bordered on the left.  The village of Vandy, that he was going to traverse was heavily occupied and barricaded 

securely.  Amid the darkness, it was impossible to think of taking it by a charge.  Lützow forced the mayor of 

Chestres to take the lead and to drive the column, bypassing the village by a path, then engage with the path to Les 

                                                           
 

"Although it was very closed, they opened it without breaking in and they entered it.  They had planted along the 

walls of my garden stakes for tying up several of their horses.  The rest of the horses were in my backyard with all 

men quietly.  Meanwhile, I was sound asleep and was not awakened until about 10 o'clock, by noise that was 

coming under my doors.  I had six weeks of defense preparations.  There on the ground floor was a vestibule 

communicating with five pieces.  I established with my firewood, a kind of redoubt defending the entrance to the 

room and I placed in it my weapons and ammunition.  I treated kindly the murderous commander entering my yard."  

 

"At 10 o'clock in the morning I was awakened by a tremendous noise, I dressed hurriedly and went down, sword in 

hand when they attacked the doors of my redoubt.  Finding all of the resistance, the Cossacks redoubled their efforts 

against the door of the kitchen leading into my redoubt.  With hatchet blows, they made a small opening and this let 

me see into the kitchen a dozen men who continued to make a breach large enough for a man to cross through.  The 

first that came in was a young man who fell dead in the kitchen with a loud cry.  The others laughed, thinking it was 

fear that made him fall.  A second followed him and had the same fate." 

 

"Taken by fear, they extinguished the light, tossed the dead through the window and fled.  I then approached my 

redoubt and saw a mass of more than 200 men.  I took one of my double fusils heavily loaded and I aimed at a group 

of officers who were warming themselves.  With the first shot, I took down one who fell face down in the fire.  I 

felled three with the second shot.  I took another loaded double barreled gun; I aimed and shot another group, 

changing direction with each of my shots." 

 

"At that time, I saw five men moving on my kitchen to grab me from behind by penetrating through the breach.  I 

reversed my gun fire at the one coming at the front.  The other four retire to the court in which I again fired three 

shots.  I already counted 5 or 6 killed and more injured.  An extraordinary tumult reigned in the courtyard.  I took 

this opportunity to recharge my weapons and started to fire.  The enemy fled in such haste that there was congestion 

at the door on which I continued to shoot." 

 

"At the moment I thought I was completely clear, I saw one armed with a torch that went with hurried step towards 

my stable to set it on fire.  I adjusted and I stretched him out dead died on his fire brand.  I reloaded my weapons for 

the third time.  Just then I saw one return to the attack with an ax in his hand.  He edged along the home so closely 

and turned with so much skill that he managed to set fire to my barn without it having been possible for me to 

shoot." 

 

"11 o'clock had just struck.  The fire in my court was extinguished; my courtyard was cleared: a wagon on the street 

received the dead and wounded and I was on my guard.  Suddenly I saw a lantern and two men.  One of them let go 

a fusil shot through my loophole (meurtière).  The ball touched the collar of my coat.  I sent him my shot; he 

dropped dead and his companion fled." 

 

"The fire was making rapid progress and it was my barn that was engulfed in flames when two Cossacks on 

horseback came into my courtyard, either to activate the fire, or help bring relief.  Two shots fired on them made 

them fall dead one over the other.  Five others arrived to take them away.  I expended on them the rest of my shots.  

Thus ended this little fight in which I took 25 shots loaded with buckshot and slugs.  The enemy left on the ground 

from 15 to 16 dead and more injured."  

 

General Le Clerc de Milford died at Charleville Château in 1820.  Chestres no longer exists.  It was demolished in 

the hope of finding a hiding place in which to find treasures.  The church, formerly the chapel of the priory, has only 

been rebuilt. 

 

Defending Chestres, the sound of the tocsin and the glow of the fire, had given the National Guard time to gather 

and organize resistance. 
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Alleux.  Greeted by a lively fire directed against the head, flanks and tail of his troop, Lützow was obliged to take 

his cavalry at a trot and enter the village.  Two roads, that of Chesne-le-Populeux and that of Voncq, split at the exit 

of the village of Les Alleux.  The squadron's head, driven by Lützow, mounted the road to Voncq, and it was only 

after some time that the Major noticed the absence of his other squadron, continuing straight ahead, followed that of 

the Le Chesne.  Lützow, after stopping for a moment to give the rest of his column time to join him, started 

marching in a way to pass his troops off as a squadron of Polish lancers, while his other squadron unsuccessfully ran 

after him in the direction the Chesne.  In the darkness and separated from one another by a cut and rough terrain, full 

of sunken roads and ravines, the two squadrons could not see, while on the contrary, their slightest movements were 

reported, either mounted by peasants or by fires.  With the ploy used by its leader, the Lützow column arrived, 

however, without a fight, up to the level of Villiers-le-Tourneur.  Recognized by a gendarme patrol, the uhlans 

vainly tried to force their way through; they had to fall back into the woods, followed and harassed by the farmers, 

and, after marching without stopping, finally reached the 17th Mainbressy, where it took a short stop.  But the 

National Guard of Rethel approached.  The peasants of the area gathered in Rozoy.  Lützow hastened to decamp and 

soon gained Montcornet, where he found a post Cossacks.  These, not wanting to believe the news brought by the 

Major, sent a small party, led by an officer, who were to take Rozoy.7 

 

The other squadron, having filed into the direction of Rocroy and Chimay, joined Lützow a few days later (21 

March) in Venoms.  The two squadrons of the flying corps then rallied with the corps of Bülow around Soissons8 

and operated with him until the end of the campaign. 

 

Days of 16 and 17 March.  --The Emperor Napoleon prepares and begins his march against Schwarzenberg.  
--The Emperor, against whom the Army of Silesia continued to do nothing, took advantage of the days of 16 and 17 

March to quietly complete his final preparations.  The news of Macdonald did not cease to be worrisome.  But the 

army of Schwarzenberg once again occupied a disproportionately broad front, pushing his extreme right of the 

Cossacks of Tettenborn to Épernay, while that his left was at Sens.  The road from Château-Thierry to Épernay was 

free, Ney held at Châlons, the Emperor could therefore safely move on the Marne, and even perhaps without 

difficulty up to the Aube.  If he could conceal the march and perform as strongly and as secretly as possible, he still 

hoped to surprise the army of Schwarzenberg before it had time to concentrate.  This was, moreover, the plan he had 

conceived as he retook Reims, and from 14th in the morning, during his interview with Marmont, he had already 

announced his plan to march against Great Army. 

 

The 16th, reassured by the news he received from Belliard and Mortier on what happened at his left, towards 

Compiègne and Soissons, he had merely prescribe Mortier to transfer the 17th his headquarters to Fismes, to leave at 

Soissons the Charpentier Division and a brigade of cavalry of Roussel, and execute this movement, which the Army 

of Silesia should not see if the corps that the Marshal had before him, continued to move away from Soissons. 

 

The same day he put the final touches to the organization of the small army he intended to keep (the corps of Ney, 

the Imperial Guard, cavalry and infantry, and the division of combined squadrons), in all 10,000 men and about 

6,000 horses.  To these forces must be added, according to his calculations, the 11,000 men of General Lefebvre-

Desnouettes and Decaen, who he ordered to leave Paris on 16 and 18 March.  Marmont and Mortier were to be 

recharged to gain time, defending against Blücher, to dispute the field and cover the road to Paris.  Unfortunately, 

the Emperor could not bring himself to invest one of the two marshals with the chief command of 22,000 men with 

whom they were called to hold the front of the 103,000 men of the Army of Silesia.  He had thought better by 

writing, the 17th to Marmont:  "As the Duke of Trévise is the oldest, have an air of consideration with him rather 

than having one of superiority."  It was, in the words of the Chief of Staff, a question of tact, but in such serious 

circumstances and despite the good relations of the two marshals between them, the absence of a single management 

and a supreme authority, placing each of the two marshals in an absolutely false position, was going to be a few days 

later the determining cause of the disaster of Fère-Champenoise. 

 

On the 17th, the Emperor took a permanent resolution.  Three paths, as he himself says in the note he dictated to 

                                                           
7Report of Lützow, from Beaumont, 5 April 1814. 

 
8The squadron, separated from Lützow, owed its salvation to a French guide who offered himself voluntarily.  The 

leading through fields and forests, he made them pass by Sy, Omont, Mondigny, Rouvray, Foulzy and Beaulieu.  

The 17th at 5 o'clock at night, the squadron found the Russian outposts at Rocroy and went to Chimay. 
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Atthalin, presented themselves to him.  He may, either go to Arcis-sur-Aube and pass the Aube to move the 20th 

from Troyes, or go to Sézanne and thence to Provins, or finally go right on Meaux. 

 

He abandoned almost immediately the second option, because he would be obliged to use bad roads.  The third had, 

in his eyes, a benefit, that of its closeness to Paris, but he decided in the end on the movement from Arcis, because it 

was "the boldest and the results were incalculable."9 

 

The 17th in the evening, the Emperor, with his Guard, was in Épernay, where the population received him with 

enthusiasm.  It was from here he sent to Ney the order to recall General Defrance, that the Marshal had sent on 

Vitry, leaving a detachment at Châlons in order to guard the city, along with the National Guard, to depart with him 

before daylight and direct his left column by moving by Vatry on Mailly, while he would march at the same time on 

Fère-Champenoise.  The Emperor, not wanting to draw the attention of Schwarzenberg on Arcis-sur-Aube, 

recommended to reconnoiter this city with peasants. 

 

During the day of the 17th, Mortier had moved from Soissons on Fismes and had left before Soissons on the heights 

of Crouy, the division of Charpentier.  Marmont was still standing between Corbeny and Berry-au-Bac. 

 

Immobility of the Army of Silesia.  --In the army of Silesia, the movements of the Emperor were ignored until the 

17th at night.  They had only learned on the 16th among deserter brought to Zieten at Juvincourt, that the bulk of the 

French forces flowed on Reims.  It was only the 17th at night that Gneisenau,10 informed of the French movement by 

outposts who found a significant decrease and timid and passive attitude of the French outposts beside Soissons, 

resolved to concentrate the Army of Silesia on his left wing between Laon and Reims, and charge the corps of Yorck 

and Kleist, supported by the cavalry of Winzingerode, to force the passage of the Aisne at Berry-au-Bac, and 

outflank the right of Marmont by Neufchâtel. 

 

The inaction and the disease of Blücher had saved the Emperor; but, if we must recognize with Clausewitz that the 

Field Marshal was no longer himself, it would be wrong to want to make an old man struck down by fever and 

almost blind, responsible for the incomprehensible mistakes made by his Chief of Staff.  Despite all opinions that 

did not cease to reach him, Gneisenau had not wanted to understand the importance which the Emperor attached to 

                                                           
9 Correspondence, no 21506. 

 
10Gneisenau wrote, indeed, General von Boyen, from Laon, 17 March at 8 in the morning:  "I am still without news. 

However, there is reason to believe that Napoleon will continue for some time to be occupied by us.  We cannot rely 

on the Great Army.  Not to mention the three courses it drags out along, it would, by reason of its composition, be 

incapable of doing anything serious, even if its leaders wanted to." 

 

"As for us, our situation becomes even more critical.  By staying concentrated, we will die of hunger.  Extending 

ourselves, we will expose ourselves to see one of our corps battered by the enemy cavalry which is remarkably 

commanded.  It may therefore happen that we are obliged to operate westward if the enemy harasses our 

communications with Avesnes.  Tell me if, in that case, we could establish a new line of supply on this side and if 

we could find in these parts a suitable battlefield." 

 

"P.S.  I learn from a deserter that the French army was yesterday morning near Reims.  The position of Laon 

becomes dangerous if the enemy is really concentrated on this city." 

 

It seems curious to note that Gneisenau was after Laon, having exactly the same fears of Schwarzenberg about a 

month before.  The Generalissimo, it will be remembered, had written on 21 February to the princess:  "Between us, 

I cannot hide from you, that as I had expected, our situation is more precarious; because if I divide my army, I will 

be beaten in detail and if I hold it massed, I condemned it to death by starvation." 

 

The worries of Schwarzenberg were, in part at least, qualified after defeats of his lieutenants at Mormant, Nangis 

and Montereau, while it would difficult to find a plausible explanation for the fears of Gneisenau, less than eight 

days after the victory of Laon. 
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the possession of Reims where, master of all roads leading to the positions occupied by the Allied Great Army, he 

could attack at his choice the head, the middle or tail.  Persisting in an immobility that did not even ensure the needs 

of the soldiers, it would not even allowed in principle the possibility of the Emperor marching from Soissons on 

Reims.  With excellent and numerous cavalry, he had found a way to still lose touch with a beaten army and then 

have one of the wings crushed.  The retaking of Reims by the Emperor had not even managed to get him out of his 

torpor.  Finally, the departure of Napoleon, whose name seems to have terrified and pinned it there, inspiring him to 

make none of those energetic, violent, sometimes even risky, resolutions the Field Marshal was used to taking.  

Although Blücher's condition had started to improve at about the time when the Emperor left Reims, he was still too 

weak to take over the lead, and it is this state of health, more than any other cause, to attribute the slow and 

disjointed movements that on the order of Gneisenau, the Army of Silesia ran until, under the same pressure of 

events, it resumed its march on Paris.11 

Operations of the partisan corps of the Colonel Baron Geismar from 2 to 19 March at night.  --Before closing 

this chapter, it is essential to devote a few lines to the movements of the partisans of Geismar.12  The taking of La 

                                                           
11Count Nostitz, the aide and confidante of Blücher gives in his Tagebuch curious and interesting details on the 

health status of the old Field-Marshal:  "Forced to keep to the bedroom because of his Ophthalmia, forced by the 

regime that was imposed on him to give up any exercise, furious at feeling helpless when we had the decisive blow, 

Blücher had become another man.  His physical and morale state had exerted a negative influence not only on his 

health but on his mood and character.  By observing carefully, we saw him think with a fear of death, groaning from 

pain, put in a state of torture by discovering the symptoms of new diseases, only thinking of himself, indifferent to 

everything and paying no attention to the most serious and important events.  Then, as soon as the pain calmed 

down, as soon as he began to recover, he found his strength of character, his will, his contempt for danger; we were 

forced to make a true account of the influence that one's physical condition exerts, even among the strongest men on 

the morale forces." 

 

"At the moment Field Marshal morally exhausted, completely indifferent to all that was happening around him, 

thought only of resigning command and leaving the army.  Any relationship, communication, whatever they were, 

exasperated him and had no interest for him." 

 

"It was painful if I had to leave his chamber for a few moments where I often had to spend the night.  The presence 

of his doctor, who he loved and in whom he had great trust was not more enviable than mine.  Both were forced to 

stand in the room of the Field Marshal plunged into almost complete darkness we had to stay for hours completely 

motionless and without saying a word, while he dozed or grumbled against his fate ..." 

 

"Several days passed in this way.  I had meanwhile managed to prevent the Field Marshal to act on his idea of 

retirement and did my best to hide from everyone the status of the Commander in Chief ... He alone was strong 

enough to maintain a little cohesion between such heterogeneous elements." 

 

"Of the six corps placed under the command of the Field Marshal, three were composed of Prussian troops, three of 

Russian troops, and it was Langeron who in his capacity as the most senior that would have temporarily take the 

chief command, if Blücher had left the army.  But Langeron, least of all, had the necessary qualities and firm enough 

hand to deal with the particularly difficult functions." 

 

"The difficulties of our situation augmented, especially when it became impossible to remain longer in Laon and the 

movements of the army forced the headquarters to be displaced.  It was only after long negotiations and struggles 

with the Field Marshal that we managed to persuade him to sit in a closed carriage that took us to Berry-au-Bac and 

21 March to Fismes.  But Field Marshal still did want to hear about anything and refused to pay any attention to the 

news we received from different theaters of war." 

 

(Tagebuch des Generals der Kavallerie Grafen von Nostitz: die Feldzüge 1813 und 1814 [Kriegsgeschichtliche 

Einzelschriften herausgegeben vom Grossen Generalstabe, 1889, V, 127-130]). 

 
12Tagebuch des Streifcorps unter die Befehle des kaiserlich-russischen Obersten von Geismar während dem vom 

Feldzuge 1814, von 13ten Februar bis zum 11 April 1814 (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., IV, 178), Österreichische 

Militärische Zeitschrift, 1838, IV , Zeitschrift für Kunst und Wissenchaft des Kriegs and BUCHER: Feldzüge des 

dritten deutschen Armee Corps in Flandern im Befreiungs im Krieg des Jahren 1814; CRUSIUS, Der Winterfeldzug 
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Fère by General Borstell, the march of Winzingerode and Bülow on Soissons, the arrival of the Prussian troops of 

the IIIrd Corps at Chauny, had allowed the flying corps of Geismar to return to Noyon, where it intended to 

undertake further raids.  It had, however, to halt there during the days 2, 3 and 4 March and simply pushed 

reconnaissance on the road to Roye. 

 

On 5 March, Geismar made reconnaissance of the bridges of Ourscamps and Francport and took the outposts of 

Compiègne.  But the vigilance of the French outposts and the presence of a relatively large force obliged him to 

renounce a coup de main, as it would have cost him too many of his people and that could have had fatal 

consequences for him.  The 6th and 7th, Geismar, who seemed paralyzed in the vicinity of the corps of Winzingerode 

and Bülow, remained motionless in Noyon; one of its patrols freed some prisoners on the road to Péronnes. 

 

On the night of the 7th to 8th, the Colonel learned both that the Prussian troops had left Chauny; that the French had 

taken Soissons; that Blücher that fallen back on Laon and the Compiègne garrison had received reinforcements.  A 

longer stay in Noyon could only unnecessarily jeopardize his corps.  Also, despite the dreadful weather, despite the 

snow storms, despite sleet and freezing, he resolved, especially given the almost general uprising of the peasants to 

leave Noyon and fall back by Chauny and Genlis on Jussy.  It is this point that is equidistant from Ham, from La 

Fère and Saint-Quentin, that he summoned the last city to open its gates. 

 

On 10 March, waiting to receive a truthful report of news from the Army of Silesia, Geismar ascended the course of 

the Oise and settled at Ribemont where he learned the result of the first day of the Battle of Laon and hourrah of 

Athies.  Decided to resume the offensive and strike a blow that the hostility of the people made more and more 

necessary, he moved the 11th with all his people to Saint-Quentin.  This town, located on a hill, covered on the south 

and east by the waters of the Somme and the Crozat Canal, surrounded by old walls, was defended by 1,200 armed 

citizens who had barricaded far suburbs and managed to prohibit entrance to their city to Allied parties.  Saint-

Quentin had at that time 12,000 inhabitants who the day before had refused to listen to surrender proposals.  The 

offensive movement and the successes of the Emperor had renewed the hope and courage to the people.  On all sides 

they had taken up arms.  Each village was trying to defend and armed groups whose number and strength increased 

every day, barring all roads and searching all the woods.  For several days now, the flying corps of Geismar had to, 

to avoid commitments in which it would have had a chance to fall under the weight of numbers, concealing more 

than ever its movements and go around the villages where a handful of horsemen were likely murdered.  The 

attitude of big cities, intimidated by the fear of reprisals that the Allies threatened to bring against them, was less 

energetic and less resolved.  Also, relying on the effect produced by the news of the defeat suffered by Napoleon 

before Laon, the 9th, Geismar judged the moment right to enjoy, without losing a moment of discouragement that 

was to have succeeded the enthusiasm of the previous days, to resume more strongly than ever the offensive, and 

spread terror around him by an enterprise which would impact on the morale of the people.  Having only his 

horsemen, unable to think taking a city like Saint-Quentin by force, he resorted to cunning and intimidation.  As 

soon as he came in sight of the city, he displayed his horsemen on one line describing a semicircle of sorts south of 

Saint-Quentin, taking care to keep at a distance that would allow the garrison without missing it.  With carts taken in 

nearby villages and that circulated noisily on the roads after mounting tree trunks to appear as cannons, were make 

to set up at points where artillery would have taken position.  Finally, some Cossacks dismounted and made as if to 

approach the ramparts and gates.  When he had completed his preparations, the Colonel again summoned the city to 

surrender, stating that in case of refusal he would not hesitate to bombard and set them afire.  Half an hour later 

Saint- Quentin opened its gates.  Too happy with such a result to risk compromising it by exaggerated demands, 

Geismar had consented to allow 400 men of the urban guards (all ex-soldiers) to leave bag and baggage and with the 

honors of war.  He disarmed the inhabitants; but, instead of taking them prisoner, he allowed them to stay home and 

go about their business.  The capitulation of Saint-Quentin was, given the circumstances elsewhere and by reason of 

the distress of the Army of Silesia, a considerable accomplishment.  Not to mention the prisoners being set free, 

taking this city secured the Allies the possession of a hospital whose resources would be of great service, a cannon 

foundry and a hundred large caliber guns destined to arm Paris.  It enabled them finally to take food and supplies 

from a region that had suffered comparatively little.13 

                                                           
in Holland, Brabant und Flandern. 

 
13A French detachment, going to Saint-Quentin with the designated commander of the armed for this site, found 

Roye occupied by a party of Geismar and arrived by back roads at Saint-Quentin after the surrender. This 

detachment retreated to Le Catelet. (Archives of the War.) 
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On the 12th, a detachment consisting of a Russian infantry battalion, a regiment of Cossacks with four cannons and 

charged by General Langeron to seize Saint-Quentin, came to that city and joined the partisans of Geismar.  Finding 

the work already accomplished, the troops detached by Langeron departed on the 13th to join the main body, while 

the partisans, busy searching and recovering the cannons thrown into the canal or hidden aboard barges, remained in 

the city until the 16th in the morning. 

 

Descending the Somme and now determined to push towards the Oise to be closer to Paris, the Colonel headed on 

Ham where he occupied the fortress evacuated before his arrival.  Geismar had finally disposed of a piece of 

Prussian 6 pound horse artillery served by five gunners, he reclaimed from the beginning of the raid and that he 

intended to use to demolish the barricades established at the entrance of villages and fell the gates of cities.  The 

Russian colonel thought, not without reason, that it would always be possible to follow with a light piece and its 

caisson, the only two wagons from his corps, and that a few cannon shots when sent at the right moment, by their 

effect on morale, helped facilitate his raids. 

 

On the 18th, he marched on Roye and destroyed en route an aerial telegraphy station. 

 

On the 19th, he entered Montdidier whose small garrison turned tail, like that of Roye, without waiting for the 

horsemen of Geismar pushing the same evening to Saint-Just-en-Chaussée, while one of his party would scare the 

800 men who occupied Clermont-sur-Oise. 

 

During the night, a courier bearing important dispatches of the General Maison was taken. 

 

Wherever he passed since leaving Saint-Quentin, Geismar requisitioned on behalf of General von Bülow, and all the 

time when it was possible he shipped to the IIIrd Corps the food he had managed to gather.  But by staying Saint-Just 

it would have been him all the more difficult to communicate with the Prussian general, while the blue blouses 

continued to scour the country, to ambush couriers and small parties. The colonel thought, therefore, it wiser to 

return from the 20th in the morning to Montdidier. 

 

A partisan at the head of 500-600 horses, had done more for the Army of Silesia, had alone gathered more of the 

food and more of the fodder than Ribbentrop and all officials under his orders.  If the corps of Bülow, always 

favored from the beginning of the campaign, was among the whole Army of Silesia the one whose distress was the 

least, it had the achieved  the situation by having been assigned quarters, that the capture of Saint-Quentin, the 

intelligent energetic Geismar and with the requisitions of his horsemen. 

 

Before closing this chapter, and while hesitating our considering anew the faults committed by Gneisenau, it seems 

impossible though, not to share the opinion of Clausewitz about him.  The great German military writer attributes 

the inaction of the Chief of Staff of the Army of Silesia after Laon, then disjointed and slow in its movements until 

the resumption of the march on Paris, on the one hand, on a feeling of distrust towards the Allied Great Army, which 

hitherto had imposed the most thankless job in the army of the Field Marshal, on the other, the memory of the 

failures experienced in February and the fear that they would be seen renewed. 

 

If Gneisenau was content to just be careful, it would be inappropriate to reproach him.  But caution specifically 

advised to push the Emperor away from Soissons, to march on Fismes and on Reims, to unite with Saint-Priest and 

be able to fall on the imperial army, or when it would sought to attempt some operation by the road from Paris to 

Soissons or when it would have begun its movement towards the Aube. 

 

The fear of responsibility, the terror inspired by the name of the Emperor paralyzed Gneisenau, and his conduct  

cannot be better characterize than in applying to it the words of Cardinal de Retz, cited by General Dragomiroff: 

 

"The present always affects the weak souls even more than the nearest future."  
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